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Abstract 
Christians today sometimes debate the propriety of contemporary 
worship styles. Examining features of Exodus's tabernacle in light of 
cultures surrounding ancient Israel offers one biblical model for contextual 
worship. These features reveal that this model was relevant to its cultural 
setting Some contextual elements fit Israel's setting merely out of necessity 
or expediency. Other elements employ existing forms, sometimes even from 
non-Israelite religious practices, to communicate a point intelligible within 
that cultural sphere. Still other elements show striking contrasts with 
surrounding cultures, contrasts highlighted all the more conspicuously by 
the aforementioned similarities. Noticing which elements are similar and 
which elements differ is also important the contrasts appear especially at 
the level of fundamental conceptions about God. 
These observations suggest that many aspects of a Eiven culture's forms 
may be adapted in worship. What must be maintained, however, is the 
holiness of the true God and the ways that God invites worship. Thus, for 
example, music styles are culturally shaped rather than universal; no one 
style should be imposed on all worshipers. At the same time, worship 
practices should never lose sigpt of what worship should be about honoring 
the one true God in the Spirit and in truth. 
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More than a decade ago I asked my good friend and respected missiologist 
Samuel Escobar where biblical scholars could be most useful for 
missiologists. He replied that we could help define the appropriate 
boundaries between contextualization and syncretism For those of us who 
work especially in understanding Scripture in its ancient cultural contexts, 
virtually every page of the Bible offers models addressing this question. 1 In 
this article, however, I limit myself to one area where contextualization has 
become a matter of considerable debate in the church, namely, the degree 
to which it is appropriate in models of worship. Given my calling and area 
of expertise, as a biblical scholar, I will expend most of this article elaborating 
a biblical model, reserving my comment on the model's relevance especially 
for the end of the article. 
One could examine multiple models of contextualized worship in ancient 
Israel; for example, the overlap between some biblical psalms and those of 
Israel's neighbors, even down to some matters of detail, is substantial. 2 
Likewise, a number of Israel's rituals and even some categories of sacrifice 
evoke those of herneigpbors, althougp some contrasts also stand out starkly.:l 
For the sake of brevity, however, I focus here on the model of the tabernacle 
that God provided Israe1.4 
The Tabernacle's Contextual Relevance 
In this article, I am assuming rather than arguing for an Egyptian setting 
for the biblical material about the tabernacle, an argument that would require 
much space to develop more fully. Nevertheless, those who assign the 
material to a later period and a different settingwould still find many points 
of contact with surrounding cultures, not changing substantially the primary 
point of this article. In what follows, I move from correspondences with 
the culture that may simply reflect expediency to those that clearly borrow 
surrounding cultures' religious symbolism, and then turn to contrasts on a 
more fundamental theological level. 
Although modem readers may find the description of the building of 
the tabernacle laborious reading, the building of temples was a matter of 
literary interest in antiquity.5 The design of Israel's tabernacle shares features 
common to many ancient shrines, and this commonality should not surprise 
us. Had the design been completely foreign, the tabernacle could not have 
been intelligible to them To help the Israelites understand the tabernacle 
as a holy place, God drew on models with which they were already familiar. 
The nearest model for a people who had just experienced slavery in 
Egypt (as mentioned above, a history I am here taking for granted rather 
than expending space to argue) would be Egyptian temples, although many 
features appear much more widely than in Egypt alone. Undoubtedly many 
Israelites knew what Egyptian temples looked like; presumably Pharaoh 
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exploited their labor in his many temple construction projects in the Delta 
regi on. 6 Not surprisingly, the tabernacle follows known Egyptian 
construction practices.! Egyptians possessed all the requisite tools and skills 
necessary for such a structure, and had employed the building techniques 
depicted in the biblical narrative for up to fifteen centuries before the period 
that the narrative describes. S For example, Egyptians also treated animal 
skins for uses like the tabernacle, and in this case our knowledge of their 
methods helps us understand how the Israelites likely prepared their skins. 
Egyptians prevented skins from becoming stiff by soaking them, drying 
them outside, and then pulling them back and forth over a wooden or metal 
blade set in a stake. 9 
Practicality. SDme of the features of the tabernacle admittedly tell us more 
about practicality than about contextualization. Naturally the materials that 
Israel had available were those that they had brought from Egypt (e.g, 
Exod 12:36) or those that could be acquired in the Sinai desert; most of 
these materials are attested in use in the Sinai region, including even dolphin 
skins. 10 Nomads in the region have continued to preserve the tradition of 
using goat hair for tents; because it thickens when wet, it adds protection in 
harsh weather. 11 All the dyes used in the tabernacle were available in Egypt 
and Egyptians had practiced dyeing for perhaps two millennia by this 
period. 12 Red dyes were common; blue and purple dyes, though rarer and 
far more expensive, were also available in Egypt. 13 
Egyptians had long been skilled in working with both bronze and gold, 
the latter both as solid gold (as in the tabernacle's mercy seat and l3!llpstand) 
and for gold overlay (as with other objects in the tabernacle). Egyptians 
were in fact known throughout the ancient world for their skill in gold 
overlay. 14 By modern standards, what sources in this period mean by "pure" 
gold was only 72.1 % to 99.8% pure, usually referring to natural rather than 
refmed gold. 15 Nevertheless, we may distinguish the "pure" gold used on 
the furniture from the simple "gold" on the planks of the tabernacleY For 
contextual reasons that I shall seek to elaborate below, the m ost expensive 
materials (here pure gold) were generally used nearest the ark. 
Solomon's later temple employed cedar wood from Lebanon, a choice 
wood used in the famous mythical temple of Baal. By contrast, the wilderness 
tabernacle employed acacia wood. The reason is practical: that is the kind 
of wood most available in the Sinai desert. Cedar, by contrast, was not 
available in the Sinai, and even in Egypt had long been imported.17 Wood 
provided only a portable supporting structure for the covering, however. 
The tabernacle was a tent-shrine, and such shrines had a long history in 
Egypt. 1s Limited evidence survives for them outside of Egypt as well. 19 
More deliberate contextualization. With or without Egyptian m odels, only a 
tent sanctuary would be sufficiently portable to allow Israel's travels in the 
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wilderness. The model was a practical one, and its additional theological 
significance (cf e.g, 2 Sam 7:6-7) is more open to debate. More striking in 
terms of contextualization is the three-part structure of the tabernacle (outer 
court, inner court, and holiest place), moving from the front entrance to 
the innermost shrine in a direct axis. This structure differs starkly from the 
structure of most Mesopot31I1i.an models. 20 SDme early examples of tripartite 
temples from the Levant exist, but this had long been the standard model 
for Egyptian temples. 21 Not only the tabernacle's structure but also its 
placement in Israel's camp might evoke familiar cultural models. Thus the 
tabernacle remained in the center of Israel's rectangular camp, just as 
Pharaoh Ramses Irs tent stood in the center of Egyptian military camps. 22 
(The structure of Ramses's tent also resembled the tabernacle.)23 
Much of the furniture of the tabernacle parallels what surrounding 
cultures expected in temples. Four-homed altars were pervasive (Exod 27:2; 
38:2). Temples regularly included sacrificial altars, incense altars (to cover 
the stench of burning flesh), and lampstands (so the priests could see even 
in the inner sanctuaries).24 Tables for offerings also appear widely, for 
example in Assyrian, Hittite and Minoan cultures. 25 Even earthen altars 
(Exod 20:24) are not unique to Israel. 26 
Similarities with Other Temples and the Theology of the Tabernacle 
God's tent represented his presence with his covenant people (Exod 
25:8); temples in antiquity were viewed as the dwelling places of deities. 27 
In the ideology of most ancient Near Eastern peoples, temples localized 
the presence of the deity but did not limit it. Thus temples could reflect the 
deities' rule over the cosmos.23 In some Egyptian temples, in fact, a blue 
ceiling studded with golden stars represented the vault of heaven, across 
which the vulture goddess spread her wings. 29 (Compare and contrast the 
winged cherubim portrayed on the tabernacle's curtains in Exod 26: 1, 31; 
36:8,35.) Nothing in the existence of the temple should have caused Israel 
to forget that God's presence filled heaven and earth (1 Kings 8:27; Isaiah 
66: 1-2). Many scholars also believe that the earthly temples may have been 
designed to reflect the heavenly prototype, as many later interpreters believed 
(cf Heb 8:5); both Canaanites and Babylonians modeled their earthly temples 
on what they believed the heavenly house of their deity looked like. 30 
This much seems obvious to many modern readers, but we often miss 
the theological significance of some of the particular substances employed 
in its construction. While modern readers have often tried to allegorize the 
significance of colors and metals used in the ark, their real significance 
probably comes in their placement in the tabernacle, with the most expensive 
materials apparently used nearest the ark.:l1 Although blue dye appears 
elsewhere, "pure blue," the most expensive color in this period, is used only 
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to cover the ark (Num 4:6). Purple cloth covered less costly copper utensils; 
if, as some scholars have argued, extra skins were used only for bad weather, 
most of the outside of the tabernacle employed skins that had been dyed 
red, using the least expensive dye.:l2 
Likewise, the mercy seat was of pure gold (Exod 25: 17) but the outer 
altar merely of bronze (38:30; 39:39). The highest quality workmanship is 
nearest the ark, as are the most expensive fabrics, dyes and metals.:l3 As in 
many other ancient Near Eastern cultures, the more sacred an object was 
the greater the expense invested in it. 34 This gradation of holiness, built 
into the very structure of the tabernacle, indicated that God and the 
sacredness of his presence should be honored. Hewas thus to be approached 
with respect and '<NIe. 
This pattern also characterized the dwellings of deities as understood 
by surrounding cultures and applied to the gradation of entrants as well as 
of materials. In Egyptian temples, the outer courts apparently served the 
public, the inner court special devotees, and the innermost shrine was 
apparently reserved for priests or other consecrated persons. 35 The innermost 
shrine, on the main axis of the temple furthest from the entrance, was 
shrouded from the profane light of the wor1d.:l6 It was always the holiest 
place, or the ''holy of holies."37 The tabernacle, then, employs a conventional 
cultural way of expressing a deity's holiness, while applying this message to 
the true God. Indeed, the exclusion of all but the high priest once a year 
from the holiest place amplifies the symbolism of other temples to speak 
of a God whose holiness is absolute. 
God's presence in the tabernacle of course went beyond these other 
analogies; its ideal as a locus for experiencing God's presence is exemplified 
particularly in Moses's intimacy with God there (Exod 33:9-11), a model 
used for Paul for his Q"wn ministry and, by extension, ideally for that of all 
Christians under the new covenant (2 Cor 3:6-18). 
Contrasts with Other Temples and the Theology of the Tabernacle 
That the tabernacle borrows various features from surrounding cultures 
serves to underline all the more conspicuously the contrasts with those 
cultures on more crucial points. Whereas similarities on secondary points 
could teach a theology analogous to the best parts of surrounding cultures 
(e.g, respect for a deity), the contrasts underline what is distinctive in Israel's 
God-given theology. 
In Egyptian and other temples, the dramatic climax of the sacred 
architecture was the image of the deity above the sacred bark (the portable 
boat shrine in Egyptian temples) or another form of pedestal. 38 In the holiest 
place in Yahweh's tent, cherubim stood above the ark. These winged 
creatures may resemble similar images used as throne pedestals elsewhere 
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in the ancient Near East; thus S:::ripture often speaks of God enthroned 
above the cherubim (e.g, 1 Sam 4:4; 6:2; 2 Kgs 19:15; Ps 80:1; 99:1; Isa 
37:16).:19 No image, however, appears above the cherubim, and the striking 
contrast in the face of so many similarities proclaims a distinctive theological 
message: '''{ou are not to make for yourself an idol, or any image m odeled 
after what is in heavens above or on the earth below or in the waters below 
the earth. You are not to worship them or serve them" (Exod 20:4-5, the 
second commandment). 
Priests would awaken the image of the deity in the morning, then wash 
it, perfume it, clothe it, and offer food to it and entertain it. It would decide 
cases, enjoy an afternoon nap and at night be put back to bed.40 Baal's 
house included not only throne, footstool, table, and lamp, but also a chest 
of drawers and a bed.41 By contrast, there is no bed or chest of drawers in 
Yahweh's temple, for the God of Israel never slumbers or sleeps (Ps 121 :4). 
Whereas many other sanctuaries included tables for offering, as noted above, 
it is priests rather than the deity who consume the food on the table in 
Yahweh's temple (Lev 24:6-9).42 Unlike other deities, the true God does no t 
depend on his people to feed him (Ps 50:8-14). 
Sometimes the cella at an Egyptian temple would be flanked by two or 
more shrines for other deities.4 :1 By contrast, Yahweh demands, '''{ou are to 
have no o ther gods in my sight" (Exod 20:3, the first commandment). The 
tabernacle helps teach Israel the theology of the commandments that God 
was giving them. 
The materials, techniques, designations and sometimes even theological 
symbols used for the tabernacle reflect resources available to Israel in that 
period; the contrasts, however, reveal a radical theological difference regarding 
the character of the holy and true God. It is precisely the tabernacle's 
contextualization on other points that makes the contrasts most conspicuous. 
Relevance of this Model for Today 
Many debates in to day's church miss the heart of the message of the 
biblical texts they cite. For example, some Christians quote particular texts 
that appear to limit women's ministry without recognizing the concrete 
historical situations those texts addressed. Some wield Jesus's teachings on 
divorce, meant to protect the innocent from unjust betrayal, even against 
those who have been unjustly betrayed. 44 God's call in Scripture is usually 
much simpler theologically and more demanding on our lives than such 
decontextualized approaches to S:::ripture allow. Scripture preaches its central 
message repeatedly, often m odeling it in various ways for various concrete 
situations. SDmetimes we focus on the past concrete models instead of the 
more fundamental message they dramatically communicated. 
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We may reproduce the same mistake in some of our modern debates 
about worship. The Psalms speak. of a range of emotional expressions in 
worship, including dancing loud celebration, and grief Our debates can 
miss the point if we fix on the cultural mode (such as the style of music or 
forms of physical expression, say, clapping or genuflecting) instead of on 
the heart of what worship must involve. 
This article's emphasis on contextual worship in ancient Israel (hence, 
by implication, contemporary music styles and the like) should not be 
understood as challenging the value of traditional forms of worship. SDme 
of our traditions of worship today derive from earlier contextualizations, 
for an ancient Roman context (preserved in Roman Catholic and derivative 
forms), a Greek context (evoked in Eastern O rthodox icons), the Wesleyan 
revival's adaptation of contemporary tunes, and so forth. Such traditions 
can remain meaningful to those who understand or learn them, just as Israel's 
worship remained a valuable pedagogic heritage even as the cultures around 
them changed. For example, Solomon's temple adapted the tabernacle, 
including more Phoenician elements from the cultural milieu of Solomon's 
own era, but Solomon did not reje ct the inspired pattern of the tabernacle 
that Israel had inherited.45 For another example, liturgy or structure on the 
one hand and charismatic inspiration on the other were compatible (1 Cmon 
25:1-6), though the latter could also exist independently (1 Sam 10:5, 10). 
At the same time, the early churches met especially in homes, where 
ideally all believers were to minister to one another through divinely 
empowered gifts (1 Cor 14:24-26, 31). Although I do not have space to 
elaborate here, scholars have shown how contextual many features of their 
meetings were, adapted from synagogues, household associations and the 
1ike. 46 God's Spirit moved the early church from its primary focus on heritage 
to a new focus on mission; thus some NT writers worked to maintain 
connection with the legacy of the past while focusing on reaching the 
nations.47 Likewise, while heritage remains important, each generation must 
be ready to recontextualize for new settings wherever this approach helps 
us appropriate more concretely what the message, in this case the worship 
of God, is all about. True contextualization does not conform the message 
to the culture, as syncretism would; it translates it into culturally intelligible 
forms in a way that confronts us with that message 311 the more meaningfully, 
whether the message agrees or disagrees with elements of our culture. 
As evidence, one's own limited experience is merely anecdotal, but I 
close with it as an illustration nonetheless. As a recent convert from 
unchurched atheism, I encountered God's holiness, love and dramatic, 
transforming power in an astonishing way in a group of (m ostly) fellow 
young people heavily influenced by the Jesus m ovement. As many as a 
hundred people packed into a home, and our apparel, contemp orary music 
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style and most else about us reflected the culture of which we were a part. 
But God's Spirit moved so powerfully among us that we were in '<NIe of his 
glory, and spiritual gifts revealed the secrets of people's hearts. This activity 
of the Spirit regularly broug}:ltunbelievers to Christ and led people, including 
myself, to repentance from and power over sin. Some of the deepest and 
most fundamental spiritual experiences of my life occurred in that inform31. 
context, not because or in spite of the culture but because of God's Spirit 
active there at that time. 
In roughly the same period in my life, I used to visit the morning mass at 
St. Mary's Catholic Church in my home town; recently converted from 
atheism, I was too young in the faith to know that Christians who belongto 
one group usually disapprove of visiting another one. I do not know what 
others experienced there, but as I listened to the Scriptures recited in the 
liturgy, I felt God in that place, too, and in time the priest became one of 
my mentors. 
I believe that God was ready to meet genuinely eager hearts in either 
setting, and that Scripture supports this understanding When charged with 
speaking against "this holy place," the temple, Stephen quoted Scripture 
about a place that was holy in the backside of the Sinai desert, where God 
revealed himself to Moses (Acts 6:13; 7:33). I believe that what makes a 
place holy is not the culture or (in contrast to typical ancient Near Eastern 
views) the location. Instead, a place is holy if we encounter the living God 
there. In NT theology, it is we, and not a building, who are God's temple (1 Cor 
3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19-22; 1 Pet 2:5; cf. Acts 7:48-50; 17:24; Rev 13:6). 
Conclusion 
Music styles, church architecture and the particular cultural dynamics 
of interpersonal relationships may change, but the holiness of the one 
true God remains nonnegotiable. The tabernacle represents both the 
nearness of God and the awe with which he must be approached, both 
God's immanence and his transcendence. We do not today express our 
recognition of these truths in the same way that the Israelites were called 
to, nor should we. Many forms used to invite people to worship most 
relevantly may vary from one culture and generation to another. The 
truths that the forms communicate, however, must never be neglected. 
How can we discern the most effective ways to summon God's people 
to worship a holy and loving God? The nonnegotiable factor, and one 
that transcends culture, is that the worship is offered in the Spirit and in 
truth. 48 Undoubtedly that is because God is so worthy of honor that 
only worship that he empowers can be truly worthy of him. The NT 
contrasts earlier temples and cultic practices with a deeper experience 
that only a minority in ancient Israel tasted: to be truly the worship that 
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God desires, worship must be empowered by his Spirit (see John 4:20-
24; Ph,) B). 
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